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The California and the Pony Express Trails are characterized by
numerous routes, cutoffs, and branches that evolved chronologically
in an effort to save time and to reach different destination points. The
Pony Express Trail primarily followed existing routes between St.
Joseph, Missouri, and California in an effort to minimize the amount
of time it took to deliver the mail.

Emigrants departed for their long journey from major points on the
Mississippi River, such as Nauvoo, Illinois, and on the Missouri
River, such as Independence, Westport, Ft. Leavenworth, and St.
Joseph, Missouri; Council Bluffs, Iowa; and Omaha, and Nebraska
City, Nebraska. Emigrants proceeding west from Council Bluffs fol-
lowed the Platte River from its confluence with the Missouri.
Travelers from Independence, Westport, Ft. Leavenworth, and St.
Joseph moved overland, generally following the ridgelines to mini-
mize gains and losses of elevation in this landscape of rolling hills.
These emigrants forded a number of rivers and streams as they moved
northwest across Kansas and Nebraska. These drainages included the
Wakarusa, Kansas, Wolf, Nemaha, and the Big and Little Blue Rivers.
Emigrants on these routes eventually joined the Platte River, east of
Fort Kearny, in what is now central Nebraska.

After their convergence at Fort Kearny, the trails followed the Platte
River into east-central Wyoming. There, the trails corridor was con-
fined within the floodplain of the Platte River. Western emigrants
used the Platte Valley as their lifeline as the environment became
increasingly arid. West of the confluence of the North and South
Platte Rivers, the trails turn north and west along the North Platte
toward the foothills of the Rocky Mountains. For most of this stretch,
overland emigrants encountered gentle grades, but also faced some
significant elevations at California Hill, Scotts Bluff, and Robidoux
Pass. Pony Express riders followed the Oregon/California alternate
route (established in 1859), which ran southwest from Ogallala along
the South Platte River and Lodgepole Creek. Then they rejoined the
main route near Courthouse and Jail Rocks.

From the confluence of the North Platte and the Sweetwater Rivers,
west of Casper, Wyoming, the trails corridor follows the Sweetwater
River south and then west to the Continental Divide, skirting the
Great Basin. At this point the Continental Divide is at a relatively low
elevation � an imperceptible rise in this stark landscape of sagebrush
and alkaline flats. After crossing the divide, the trails meander among
various alternate routes and cutoffs as they move southwest toward
the Green River.

After leaving Parting of the Ways in southwestern Wyoming, some
California-bound travelers moved south and west toward Fort Bridger
and through the Wasatch Range. Others moved north and west
through southern Idaho to the Snake River at Fort Hall. From there
the emigrants traveled southwest to rejoin the southern route of the
California Trail at the City of Rocks near the borders of Idaho, Utah,
and Nevada. None of the Pony Express Trail passes through this area.

A small portion of the California and the Pony Express Trails overlap
in east-central Nevada, but they cross the Great Basin on divergent
courses. The California Trail traversed northern Nevada, following the
Humboldt River to the deserts near the base of the northern and cen-
tral Sierra Nevada. The Hastings Cutoff of the California Trail moved
south of the Great Salt Lake to join the main trail on the Humboldt.
The Pony Express route swung far south of the Great Salt Lake and
the Humboldt River Valley to cross central Nevada.

Just below the big bend of the Humboldt River the Applegate Trail
joins the main California Trail. This route crosses the northwestern
corner of Nevada where it traverses imposing areas such as Black
Rock Desert and High Rock Canyon. It touches the northeastern cor-
ner of California and moves west and north into Oregon to terminate
south of present-day Portland.

After leaving the deserts of western Nevada, travelers on the
California and Pony Express trails confronted the Sierra Nevada, the
last and most daunting barrier on their overland trek. The passes in
this virtually unbroken chain are few, steep, and difficult to traverse.
In the Sierra Nevada, the California Trail split into numerous alter-
nate routes as emigrants, racing against time, sought to find an easier
pathway before winter storms made the mountains impassable. Pony
Express riders defied enormous odds in forcing their way through
winter storms to demonstrate that the Sierra Nevada could be used as
an all-weather route for transportation and communication.

The trails splintered over the Sierra Nevada to reach final destinations
such as Auburn, Volcano, Placerville, Georgetown, Johnson Ranch,
Sacramento, and San Francisco.
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